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ABSTRACT

The problems coafronting the translator of American
Indian literature are ismmense. The history of European Indian
relations has obscured many original Indian values and attitudes and
has substituted a set of simplistic and unreal Anglo attitudes that
translators must transcend. Unlike most Western literature, Indian
literature does not instruct, but instead celebrates and invokes. In
searching for the essence of a piece, the translator must choose
between satisfying the requirement to preserve the literal content of
the work and satisfying the requirement that the translation convey
the spirit of the uriginal. Translation of native American literature
usually requires either a native scnsitivity to the work or the aiad
of a native informant. Indian poetry is typically spare and even the
lengthy and cosplex Vavajo chantways abound with rarified and elusive
symbolism which seems to defy elegant translation. Compounding the
semantic probleas is the fact that most Indian literature has an
intimate place in a large context of ceremony that cannot be
reproduced in print at all. The inflections of song and the rhythams
of drum and dance are impossible to replicate and usually lead
translators to radically alter the form and even content of the
Indian originals. (7TS)
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The true and lasting treasure of every human community lies
in its wordzs, While the graves of Mycence yield up their splendid
contents, the polden masks are mute--timeless and magnificent; bdut as
cupty, as alicn; and ultimately es profoundly frightening as the
couthe of the Stonehenge trilithoas. But in vords is power and
strength and wealth, and only the man without a song is truly roor
end olone, Until recently, the rative American hes deen troated s
if ho were & maxn, not just without a treasure in words, bnt aluwcet
a5 vithout vwords of any kind., The image of the stoic redokin o meat
obriously a ustavle of Anglo lingSuistic and cipematlic liverasure, outc
even in historical studies, particularly thosz which attempt to chart
the intricacies of Inaian-Anglo relctions,; the Indian is nearly a
fantoceino, o nassive object te ba translormed, destroyed, pitied,
catalogued, andé finally, sadly but safely, wourneds Tho lndisn is
too often Urperson, dead or asmasimilated, defamed as ruthlese, de~-
rraved, nomadic, and pcw, most cruely, as a shiftless welflsre sponge,
drunkenly awaiting the montnly check from the BDIA,

Althouvgh th2 psiticular cuarges have changed over the years
since the White European invaded the Western Hemisphere, the maligring
of the native American thicugh omission and cowmission, whether de-
liberate or rintaken, has not. In tke earlicat contacts the Indlon
vas scen eiilher as a simple, Rousscauean purs deing or az a suthudan
savage! 4in our literature these types are represented by Chateaubriand'a
Af:ola and Shakespearefs Calidan, During the first three-quarters of
the eighteenth century, the Indian came to be soen as a suvage for the
sinple reeson that, as the Anglo population grow and expanded inland,
it consumed rore and more Indian land, a procens that the Indien quite
naturally r2sented and resisted. Savages wore savages becauge thev
were not civilized, and the uncivilized could obviously have not irue
culture, However good, even idyllic, their life might seen, it was
etill a savage lifec, a life that abounded in natural and thorefore
good virtues, The dilemun for the Christian American, then--and all
Avericaas who wielded power weres by defipition Christian Americapse~
was how to reconcile the Jod~given moral and inteilectval virtues that
the preChristianized Indian, like the prelapsarian Adem, had in fruit-
ful and natural advuncance. The solution Americans found characterizes
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th: ¢ative Arerlean experlencet Progress.

eeetlc Indian waes the remnant of a savage past away
from whicthi eivilized men had struggled to growe To
studs hin was to study the past. To civilize him
was to triumph over the past. (Roy Farvey Feasrce,
Savesiam and Civilizations Baltimores Johns Hopking
University Press, l9o:49)

Ons- Indlan cultures were deutroyed, or thought to bde, it was possible
to g%uldy the pisces, to pity, and te comprehend. Anthropolegists and
apdl~futs could nafely talk about the native American without a fear
hﬂr no might reappear on the doorestey. These later discussions
usuilly take onc of geveral common forms, but cach says more about
Anbxf vavapectives on Indians than about Indian perspectives on Anglos
or Indian on Indlians. Comwon, especially in public school texts, is
the Ycontridvtions'" approach where the gifts of Indian life are listed:
meccir.ins, medicine, crops, inventions, politics, ecology ("ecological
man' has recently replaced “marginal man' and *noble savage' as an
Indi-n souriquet), tribaliswm, and the names of natural features,
cities, and stutes. Apother approach is the "great men" or "hero®
apr:o=ch which considers the so~called political leaders who worked
in the Indlen cauwce., Yet another approcch, more common recently,
invei-ce laglo self-flagellation, the "fraudulent treaty'" or "unjust
dep~~~tion" approach, Apd finally, there is the "wilderness poet¥®
aprr-ath which finds a tranquilly recollecting rhymex in every tree.
what is wrong about all these ways of considering the American Indian
is thet they all presuppose Anglo values. The '"contributions' are
neapt to upgrade Indians in Anglo eyes. The “great men™ require a
culi-ral identity and an asgumption about the identical function of
cerizin types of leaders in both cultures. The "fraudulent treaty"
acuve 2o identical legal values for both groups and a predisposition
towavis Anglo guilte And the "wilderness poet" finds an unctuous
mop«v; plucking the same choxrdn coxrdis as Longfellow and Southey,
Even wasn the attributes of Indian cuiture and persomality are pre-
sented &8 worthy of respect and even emulation, they are so frequently
taken out of coutext, viewed as "Indian," not Ute, or Dakota, or
Malecice, that they are nearly mcaningless for any but Anglos.

But culturc is not artifacts or history. It is a congeries
of rental constructs which describes how men think oxr evaluate, and
only sacondarily how they act. Indeed, culture is more restrictive
than thats 1t is only those aspects of thinking that are shared dy

“ & community, that are publically ackpowledged, overtly or covertly,
as meaningful. Between Angle and Indian cultures are rasther striking
differences in the organization and importance c¢f things. For ua,
life copsists of encounters with relative strangers, lasting a few
moments or monthas, We invest ourselves in our independent histories
aad ure so acutely aware of our personal uniqueness that a sense of
connunity is usually impossible, unless it centers on a largely une
setialying totenis label like lipguist, Taxan, Jew, But for Indian
peorle, as for other small, stacle societies, the culture frames &
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coheront network of reciprocal relationships. 1In the order of organ-~
isms, individuwals are born, live some bricf term, and die, leaving

the enduring system of organization essentially nnalterecd. Since we
Anglos value the innovative above the trzditional, bdoth rerseonally

and societally, we reveal ourselves in our literature as individuwals,
nakedly but proudly, whether that literature is purportedly personal
(1yric) or societal (epic)s The poet is inventor, creating a purrose-
fully unique artifact. For the native American, howvever, the celf I
is unobtrusive and its art in words is paradoxically privaie and

public at the same time. Although Indian poetry is "owned" by its
maker and this ownership is rccognized even long penerations after

its maker is dead and his naune forgotten, it is the immediate and
iatimate possession of all whe kaow it. its owner is both creator

and audience, the audience likewise creator and owner, Since it is
shared, Indian literature does not instruct but, 1ike the more familiar
sacred literature of Western Europe, celebrates and invoked, Even the
moat individualistic experiences, the vision quesis of the peoples of
the High Plains, were truly meaningful and powerful only when they had
been remade in song. The truth of the vision quest, in other words,
was not realized, for the queater or his community, until it had been
“published."

Here in these fundamentally different cultural realities lies

the prime and most vexing problem in translating Indian literature.

In eeerching for the essence of a piece, the translator must choose
between satisfying the requirement to preserve the literal content of
the work, neither adding concepts or images perhaps implicit in the
original and unconsciously inferred by the native speaker/hearer nor
deleting "useless" repetitions or "blatant" commonplaces that surprise
and tire the English reader, and satisf{ying the raoquipeament that the
translatien convey the spirit of the origimal. Goodi{translation of
any literature requires a native or pear-native gensitivity to both
languages and few translators have the foresight to roquest a bilinguel
birth. Even on the apparently simplest level of language, the issues
are far from clear. The Whorf=Sapir hypothesis, that the normal
categories, relations, and collocations of a person's language in-
fluence to a large degree what he may perceive, is useful in some
measure, But ar outsider can make too much of a given phrasing becauvec
he falls to understand fully the force=--=or lack of force--the phraee
may have for its ordinary user, To cito & set of trivial but effective
examples: If we compare French J'ai faim (lit. 'I have huager' ) with
Irish T4 ocras orm (1it, 'It is hunger on me') and English I am hungry,
should we dwell o. the imagistic effectiveness of the Irish phrase, t.ec
intimate identification of person and plight of the English, or the
subtle and philosophical detachment of the French? And what then
should ve make of the Navajo, which translates literally ‘Hunger is
killing me'? Such pretty judgments would be utterly foolish, of
courze, because each phrase is the most commonplace formulation avail-
able and invokes not the tiniest frincon of poetic delight in a native
speaker. Translation 18 possible wiih the aid of a mative informant,
to be sure, but the translator must at least kmow which questiona to
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avice  Iadinn poetry is typically spare and even the lengthy and complex
tavaje ghoaiways abound with rarified and elusive symbolism which seewo
"o defy eingant translation. The inherent differences between languages,
~omdined vith symbolicns, figurative or motaphorie manipulation of
s>riiprary language, secrat or esoteric language, and fossils of earlier,
~ow arehaie language, all contribute to a maddening Arabesque of

caandng whab only the most perceptive and careful translator should
sonfroat, - :

Compounding these semantic tangles is the fact that most
indlan 1licwature has an intimate place in a larger context of core=-
moly thei caanot be reproduced in print at all. Tho inflections of
228y ths rythyms of drum and dancoe, the delicecte and insubstantial
restures of the teller, are impossible to replicate in the most careful
ot explanatory notes, and it is this inability to provide the echoes
ol longhouse, lodgo, or hogan that has led tranulators like Jeronme
idthenber: to alter radically the form and even content of the Indian
~rigipsls,  luch has been written about the deficiencies of such an
anmrcach to translation (most recently, to my knowledge, in William
vuris? fine College Engligh article [vol. 35,693=703, March 1974] on
Tierican I¥ndian Verce Translations") and those 0f you who have asarched
tor texts Lo teach or simply to read will peed no further examples.

S e as a yractical mattaw, Pothemhongts Weadal 4oacnototions™ can by
very usenl.  Most of us who Seach Native American literature find our
»eenses F1lled with the scions of the white middle class who typically
nuve little acroamatic experience. Having the class divide into groups
»nd chant Hothenberg's versions of the Senoca fdos songs, say, will
Lardly wirg them away to the council fire, but it may give them sonme
icen of whut it means to be part of small, coherent, and esoteric
uroup, participating in a meaningful conmunity evont,

T
h EEREHRER
¢ HERREHER
The nrinnls are coming by HEHURHEEHR
n HEHEHRNHEESR
REHEHESHEH

QDD E

(Shaking the Pumpkin, Garcen City, New York: Doudleday, 1972, Pe 16)

Rothenberg admits to remaking the pooms:

translation makes & poem in this Place that's anaiogous
in whole or in part to a poem in that plase. The more
the frunslator can perceive of the original~-not cnly
the langusge but, more baaically perhaps, the living
voice of the singer--the more of it he should be able

5
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to deoliver. In the same process he will be presenting
something==i,e, making something present, or making
gorething us & prozent=-for his own tine and placo,
("Totai @Translation," Stony Brook 3/4, 301, 1969)

Until receally, of course, Indian literzture was exclusively oral--
formulated, communicated, and preserved in the spoken, chanted, and
sung word, and thal compelling quality can still be evoked by trans-
lations that fril on scholuvly or critical grounds, 1f they are asung.
Rothenberg?s vevsions of Frank Mitchell's Horse Scngs are engrossing,
however littie they sound like the Navajo originals, and there is
puck to be gained from the excitement they generate.

One final matter: the distinction ustrally carefully made
in studies of Western literature between poetry and prose, no leas
than that made between poetry and song, bdlurs into virtual insignie-
ficance. As Frederic Webdb Hodge noted,

Prose rituals are always intoned, and the delivery
brings out the rhythmic character of the composition.
Rituals that are sung differ from those that are
intoned in that the words, in order to coaform to the
music, are drawn out by vowel prolongations., If the
mugic is in the form of a chant, but little adjustment
is required beyond the doubling or proloncatinn At tha
vowels; but if the music is in the form of the song,
the treatrcnt of the words is more complex; the musical
pirase will determine the length of a line, and the
number of musical phrases in the song the number of
otanzas. + + . In many of these [other, sscular] songs
the words are few, but they have been carefully chosen
with reference to their capability of conveying the
thought of the compeser im a manner that, to the native's
mind, will be poetic, not prosaic. (Handbook of the
American Indians North°-of Mexico, Washington, Dy Cot
Bureau of American Lthnology, Bulletin 30)

This hizh; oral art has dimernsioms that involve factors like memo-
rization, intonation, precision, brevity, inflection, rhythm, pace,
and drapatic effect, FEven those Pieces that most closely correspond
to our VWestern folktales tond to be repsated with fow variations
from telliug to telling or evea teller to teller. By way of example
and conclusion, I would like to quote some raritiess recent and
excellent translations of living Indian literature, The three poenma
quoted here are frcam a series called the "Wishing Bone Cycle.™ They
were related, on several occasions in virtually identicel forms, by
Jacob Slowatream, Swampy Cree, in Cree, mixed with some Ojibwa. The
translator, Howard Norman, now a member of the Michigan Society of
Fellows at the University of Michigan, is an urdan Cree who has
learned Cree as a agecond language. For the firat I give the Cree in
the translator's trauscription and literal translation,

T A SPEIERIT T 5 SR e UM . SETE S TR L S O B A e S O AL, e § AR . TR S W AMER e SR
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... . phko sey oémo making wishes
' kwu és kun right way right
~ se piko eme mistik : then I wished a=tree
' otitupl stao upside down
wutikwun kwasakana okapise branches {turned-into] roots
ochapikése roots "’
akéspe unikwuchos ' then the-squirrels
LT koénechemutinésove {went-nerding=to] osk
s nuspatingskwe moles
) tannése puhukidno how do we dig=travel down

. patchenetuchéwato '

- ewéque washkihikun to [get] home
payakwihe nikétoo ipoestéyek one-time happened that-way

ooenetispéte
uyaokutdhto nikéhtoo kiséw [alsc] then there was a time
kisk{skew puyita mosis tonik I remember it [clearly]

o se pfiko eme tinf{te utitopu stao I wiched a-man upside dowrn ‘
vey otiian eligheek hig feet [turned-intec] his hanas
wayoisteew otian pawtawseo '
ewapun kakésa piyaw [and] in the~morning
othan musk{sm koonechemutinéswe his shoes had to ask
ake payasew the~birds
tannese yasépu yehoo washkfhikun how do we fly up to [get] home
payakwihe nikétoo ipoestéyek one~time happened that-way

coenetispéte
p I try to make wishes right

L ' Once I wished a tree upside down
and its branches were the roots
and all the squirrels
had to ask the moles
how do we dig down there
to got home?

One time it happened that way.

Then there was the time
oh I romemdor now
I wished a man upside down
e . and his feet were his hands
pre—— and in the morning
gy his shoes had to aks the birds
how do we fly up there
to get home?

One time it happened that way.

o In the telling of this poem, only the intimacy vavieds once Jake
= changed “a man" to "my brother.®
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11, A snake lost his oyes once.
Don't blame thi: one on el
It was the anowy owl
he was playing the mroon,
That owl cloead ais eyes
and aat ir e fog treoe
with his te face.
The anake .ooked uvp throuvgh the fog
an¢ oaw that round feee
and saicd "Moon, show me u meal,"
Then that moon came down and took his eyes.

The final narrative of the cycle, number 16 in Norman's versions,
gathers the wiching Lone togother with the other dirdbones and the
feathers, and they all fly sorth for the winter. Norman comments:

The ice trees refers to the story of what happens,
according to the Cree, to the trees in winter, It

is believed that the trees turn to ice in the wirter.
Then in spring taey all turn back iato trees, except
for one. This one tree melts into the water that will
provide nourishuent for all the new-born of the earth,

16. I ace you dird dbones
and you better get up and back togetaer.
Whexre are the feathers? -
Itts cold
and ny teeth are rattling the rest of se
and the ice trees are coming
and the weasel hag his snow
all over him alrecady.
I said ¢his at the beginning of winter.
I found thogse other bones
lying thers
and leaped in with them,
Then we walked around looking for the foathers.
I had my sack of 0l1d wishes with me,
Then we found the feathers
they werc on a little tree
that hed no leaves
and trying to make it fly,
. . Hal they thought those twigs were bonea!
Then all the feathers
leaped on us
and we flow south,
This is what happened.
This is how I went to make wishes
somevwhere else, ,
I brought ay sack of old wiches with me,

Sixteen poems of the cycle appeared in Alcheringa 5.112-19 (1973),

ERIC 8
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The problems confronting ¢the trancslstor of American Indian
literatuse are immenss, The bistory of European-Indinan relations
has obscurced many orizinal Indicu vilues and attitudes and sube
atdtuted . sct of smimplistic and unrent Ars'o attitudes that trong=
lators muct transcend, both for themsclves and for their auvdiences.
Tte linruictis differences posed by widely divergent languages and
the particular psychological character ol Tadian culiuresg, the
elliptical avsterity -5 a closclre-sharcd world-vice nnd the putural
refinement, complexity, and rcserve of hizhly-develored art formge-
a1} make necess to the vworld of the native American diflfiecult, But
good tranaslation, fuithful to the original and movingz in the rosult,
s possible, as Hownrd Norman'g "Wishing Bone Cycle'" and DJennis
wedlock's Pinding the Center: MNarrative Poetry of the Zuni Trdlans
(New York: Dial, 19/2) caow. Thae effori requiredis great but cioarly
worth it, For the otate of human being is an idea, an idea vhich he
hns of bimself. Only when he is embodied in an idea and the idea is
realized, as in lansuage, can wan take possession of hinrgelf., lMan
then realizec his humanity most fully dn such art and traditional
art becomes the moral summation of a people.




